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i n t r o d u c t i o n
The nineteenth century, when it takes its place with the other cen-
turies in the chronological charts of the future, will, if it needs a 
symbol, almost inevitably have as that symbol a steam engine run-
ning upon a railway.
h. g. wells, Anticipations of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scien-
tifi c Progress upon Human Life and Thought (1902)
Mexican newspapers and periodicals in the 1890s printed art, 
poetry, literature, and social commentaries that revealed a fas-
cination with the country’s booming railway network. These 
works exploited the symbolic power of the locomotive, a tech-
nological development closely associated with economic, politi-
cal, and industrial modernization. Two poems published months 
apart show the starkly different views that people held about 
not only the railway but also a number of pressing issues re-
garding ideas about material progress, economic growth, so-
cial order, and national sovereignty. In 1894 Mexico City’s El 
Mundo (Semanario Ilustrado), a weekly journal catering to 
tastes of the well-to-do, offered readers a sonnet dedicated to 
the marvels of the iron horse. The poet rejoiced at the locomo-
tive’s capacity to compress time and space as it dashed majesti-
cally across the landscape. His paean transformed the machine’s 
dark plumes of suffocating smoke into “vapors of incense” from 
which the train emerged, allowing light to break through. Al-
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lured by its relentless momentum, he boasted that the railway 
must either forge a forward path or fi nd its grave. On its wings, 
the author concluded, it carried the fecund seeds of industry, 
art, and progress and convinced him that God’s breath pushed 
the world forward.1
 Months later, the critical fi rebrand El Hijo del Ahuizote of-
fered readers a poem with a different take on railway travel, 
one that harshly questioned its capacity to carry the country 
into a better, more prosperous future. The cantos encapsulated 
the deep sense of animosity that many individuals felt against 
the foreign owned transportation network as well as their ap-
prehensions about locomotive travel more generally. Targeting 
a wide range of readers — leftist and liberal intellectuals and 
popular and working-class groups — the poet described loco-
motive travel as a cataclysmic undertaking that killed as many 
people as typhus or cholera once had. The author branded en-
gineers as “nihilists” with no regard for human life. Each stan-
za ended with the same line, sardonically repeating that pas-
sengers “paid in Mexican” (a double-entendre referring to their 
money and lives) only to be “killed in English” (referring to the 
allegedly reckless Yankees who operated the network). The 
author’s venomous verses continued launching attacks at the 
foreign railway companies and their employees, tagging Amer-
ican engineers as “savages,” “brutes,” and “butchers.”2 By the 
end of the poem, the writer had transformed the railway into a 
symbol of disorder, death, and foreign domination, an image 
in stark contrast to the one provided by the newspaper’s polite 
society counterpart.
 As these poems suggest, in late nineteenth-century Mexico, 
H. G. Wells’s observation that the railway would represent the 
ultimate symbol of the era seems patently prophetic. Yet as these 
verses also indicate, people failed to agree upon what exactly 
that symbol meant. These kinds of cultural expressions revealed 
deep divides about how people interpreted the impact of rail-
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way development on their society. The railway, the material in-
carnation of progress, became a commanding symbol used by 
politicians, intellectuals, artists, writers, and revolutionaries to 
express their visions of the role that modernization could play 
in gaining or undermining national salvation. The capacity of 
technological advancements to carry the country into a better, 
brighter future defi ned by the attainment of civilization domi-
nated people’s imaginations. It appeared as a panacea that could 
heal the wounds infl icted by the country’s turbulent past. This 
study explores a critical, yet neglected, facet of late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century Mexico: the ideological and cultur-
al milieus that shaped people’s understandings about the role 
of technology in a developing country seeking to fi nd its place 
among the pantheon of modern industrial nations.
 Mexicans, after achieving independence in 1821, saw their 
new nation verge on national disintegration as external military 
threats and internal political confl ict threatened to tear the coun-
try apart. In the 1830s, social and political turmoil abounded and 
undermined the recovery of the economy.3 Bitter infi ghting be-
tween liberals and conservatives undermined organizing a unit-
ed front against the United States’ invasion (1846–48) that, after 
the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, left the coun-
try with half of its national territory.4 The central government, 
during this period, lost control over the provinces that had frag-
mented into a plethora of self-ruling regional entities controlled 
by local leaders and caudillos.5 The severed country almost lost 
its independence to the French, who installed a Hapsburg em-
peror who governed the country between 1862 and 1867.6 Once 
free of the French, Benito Juárez and the Restored Republic, al-
though suffering from bankruptcy, provincial revolts, and for-
eign threats, undertook the making of modern Mexico.7
 Nearly everything changed when General Porfi rio Díaz seized 
power under the banner of the Revolution of Tuxtepec in 1876, 
which ousted Juárez’s successor, Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada, es-
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tablishing a thirty-fi ve-year dictatorship known as the Porfi riato 
(1876–1911). Despite inheriting an empty treasury, facing armed 
political challenges, and possessing an appalling international 
credit rating, by the end of his fi rst term in offi ce, Porfi rio Díaz 
had succeeded in establishing the stability needed for material 
progress. The economy grew, political challenges ceased, and 
foreign powers offi cially recognized the regime. After handing 
over the presidency for one term to his longtime political ally, 
General Manuel González, Díaz returned to power and did not 
relinquish control of the presidency until 1911.
 During his dictatorship, Díaz transformed the country and 
fostered a booming economy propelled by export-led develop-
ment and buttressed by low tariff rates that revived the mining 
and agricultural sectors. The country experienced rapid adap-
tation of technological advancements such as steam, water, and 
electric power that replaced animal and human labor. Through 
a series of measures implemented to end political infi ghting and 
social upheaval, Díaz gave confi dence to foreign investors to pour 
money into the country’s various projects of national develop-
ment. Railway construction, above all other infrastructural ac-
complishments, represented the most astonishing achievement 
sustained through the investment of massive foreign capital in 
the realm of material progress. The year that Díaz seized pow-
er, the country only possessed 640 kilometers of track that used 
114 mules, rather than steam engines, to set trains in motion.8 
By 1884, the year of his fi rst reelection, the grid had expanded 
to 5,731 kilometers and by 1898 to 12,173 kilometers. The year 
that Díaz left offi ce, the country held 19,280 kilometers with 
another 8,000 in trunk lines.9
 Most approaches to Mexican railway history have focused 
on the economic, political, and social aspects of transportation 
development. They have emphasized how the railroad played 
a crucial role in connecting local, national, and international 
markets and, in so doing, allowed for the growth of the econo-
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my.10 Studies on Porfi rian political and economic development 
have generally characterized the expansion of the railway net-
work as coming at the expense of indigenous, agrarian, and la-
bor groups while benefi ting the export sector and foreign inter-
ests, thus undermining national sovereignty.11 Revisionist studies 
have tempered these assessments.12 Despite the considerable lit-
erature on the issue, the study of railway development in Mexi-
co, and to a lesser degree Latin America, has yet to examine the 
cultural dimensions of the locomotive.13
 This book examines how the Porfi rian regime used its suc-
cess in promoting railway development to secure and legitimize 
its rule. It argues that the development of the railway played a 
vital role, not only as a tool to unite the country and to link 
production zones to markets and ports, but also in the govern-
ment’s attempts to forge a modern, civilized citizenry with a uni-
fi ed national identity. Furthermore, it contends that having suc-
ceeded in bringing the internal stability needed for the growth 
and development of the economy, government offi cials repeat-
edly used the railroad as a symbol to highlight the accomplish-
ments of Porfi rian modernization and to justify the regime that 
had shed its liberal ideals and grown increasingly authoritari-
an. Boosters emphasized the ability of the government’s railway 
project to bring civilization, to promote national unity, to in-
crease commerce, and even to change the racial composition of 
the population. In so doing, they stressed Díaz’s achievements 
and excused his heavy-handed tactics used to deliver on the re-
gime’s mantra of “order and progress.”
 At the same time, opposition groups, especially from the 
middle and working classes, although not contesting railway 
development per se, objected to the national costs and social 
hardships that resulted from the railway boom. Critics of the 
government often used the same rhetorical themes (civilization 
and progress, national unity, commercial development, and ra-
cial concerns) to challenge the manner in which the regime se-
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cured economic development. These competing discourses not 
only make known the contentious atmosphere surrounding the 
project of railway expansion but also reveal some of the funda-
mental weaknesses of the regime that led to its downfall. Oppo-
nents, many of whom put forward the fi rst articulate challenges 
to the dictatorship prior to the 1910 Revolution, exploited the 
symbolic and rhetorical power of the railroad to underscore the 
more negative aspects of Porfi rian modernization and to ques-
tion the so-called universal truths that defi ned the regime’s civ-
ilizing mission.
 Cultural producers, both supporters and detractors of the 
regime, expressed their views regarding railway development 
as well as a host of related social, political, and economic is-
sues in social commentaries, music, art, literature, and state-
craft. These cultural representations and interpretations of the 
regime’s policymaking played a crucial role in shaping people’s 
attitudes about their government, their country, and their fu-
ture. This considered, Porfi rian railway development — tradi-
tionally analyzed in economic and political terms — must also 
be investigated on a cultural level as it infl uenced a range of ar-
tistic, literary, and intellectual works, all of which sought to 
uphold or undermine the legitimacy of Díaz as the country’s 
indisputable leader. The railway represented the supreme sym-
bol of “order and progress” as it connected markets, both na-
tionally and internationally, and as it allowed for the rapid de-
ployment of troops across the nation. This study, by examining 
the works of cultural producers that employed the locomotive 
as a symbol, explores these texts to help better understand the 
outlooks that different social groups held toward the process-
es of national development and modernization.14 In so doing, it 
shows that these cultural productions refl ected the deepening 
social divisions that existed during the Porfi riato, divides that 
would be made obvious in the tumultuous years of the Mexi-
can Revolution.
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Trains, Travel, and the Mexican Railroad System
A brief description of the country’s four major railways provides 
a better geographic sketch of the reach of the network and offers 
a base for understanding the experience of those who journeyed 
across the region’s diverse topography and territories. To leave 
Mexico City by rail, travelers needed to depart from either the 
Buenavista Railway Station northwest of the city’s Zocalo or 
the San Lázaro Railway Station. Once at the station, they could 
take a tramway or a horse-drawn coach to their fi nal destina-
tion. Coaches, like most railways, offered three classes of travel: 
blue (most expensive), red, and yellow (least expensive). Wheth-
er large or small, railway stations featured a similar design lay-
out. The entrance — usually denoted by a tower with a clock in 
larger stations — housed the ticket and telegraph offi ces. Passen-
gers would fi nd a waiting area (sometimes two in larger build-
ings) and restrooms. A baggage room adjoined the ticket offi ce. 
Express rooms stored mail, news rooms received information 
by telegraph, and news storage rooms were to be found. Out-
side, areas known as sheds with large awnings protected travel-
ers from the elements. Railway stations, as described by writers 
and depicted by artists, were bustling and crowded areas with 
passengers waiting to depart, family and friends waiting for ar-
rivals, and a host of vendors selling newspapers, books, and lo-
cal foods such as atole and tamales, usually to third-class riders.
 Of all the major railway lines across the country, the Mexi-
can Central Railroad was the largest, stretching almost 2,000 
kilometers from Mexico City to El Paso, Texas. Two important 
trunk lines, one to Guadalajara and one to Tampico, made the 
Central the most important line in the country in terms of size 
(5,000 kilometers or 25 percent of the entire national grid) and 
freight (carrying 30 percent of all cargo). Trains leaving from 
the Buenavista station in Mexico City to El Paso cut through 
the middle of the country, crossing the Federal District and 
ten states: Mexico, Hidalgo, Querétaro, Guanajuanto, Jalisco, 
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Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, Coahuila, Durango, and Chihua-
hua. Thus travelers experienced a diverse and changing land-
scape as the train snaked through the mountainous regions of 
the old mining centers of Querétaro, Guanjuanto, and Zacate-
cas before slowly descending into the deserts of the northern 
states. Crossing through Coahuila and Durango, passengers 
would observe the showcase of Porfi rian modernity: the La-
guna region and its main town, Torreón, a city built after the 
arrival of the railway in 1884 (originally called Estación de 
Torreón) that spurred a boom in the establishment of large cot-
ton-growing estates. In 1880 the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa 
Fe Company starting building its main line connecting Mexi-
co City with the United States and completed it in 1884. After 
leaving the Federal District, passengers would view the entire 
Valley of Mexico, the immense precipice at Nochistongo, and 
the Querétaro ravine. In all, the trip took about sixty hours. 
Trains left the Buenavista station heading to El Paso once a day, 
usually in the evening. Trains from El Paso also arrived once a 
day, usually at noon. The company offered riders three classes 
of travel. First-class featured a Pullman buffet, drawing room, 
and sleeping cars with private compartments and beds. Third-
class passengers, in contrast, traveled together in a public com-
partment, often in cramped quarters. For shorter excursions, 
third-class passengers often traveled in open-aired cars used 
for livestock. Although prices varied throughout the Porfi riato, 
companies based the cost of tickets on distance traveled. Rates 
for the Central, as with the other major lines, were as follows: 
three cents per kilometer for fi rst class; two cents per kilome-
ter for second class; and one and a half cents per kilometer for 
third class.
 The next largest line provided the shortest route between Mex-
ico City and the United States. The Mexican National Railroad 
connected the Federal District with Laredo, Texas. Starting at 
the San Lázaro station, it measured 1,700 kilometers that in-
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cluded three trunk lines that crossed seven states. James Sulli-
van and William Palmer’s railway company started building the 
line in 1880, fi nally inaugurating it in 1888 in San Luis Potosí. 
Crossing through San Luis Potosí, Coahuila, and Nuevo León, 
the National offered travelers an impressive panorama of the 
Valley of Mexico before descending into the Valley of Toluca. 
After passing through Celaya, San Miguel de Allende, and San 
Luis Potosí, the line cut through the desolate deserts of the Si-
erra Madre leading to the town of Saltillo. Going further still, 
the appearance of textile factories and grain mills notifi ed trav-
elers they had reached the northern industrial town of Monter-
rey. Leaving the Sierra Madre, the National’s trains crossed the 
Río Salado on an impressive international bridge before reach-
ing the Laredo station. Trains departed to Laredo once daily, 
at night, and trains returning from the U.S. border arrived in 
the early morning. The National, like the Central, offered three 
classes of travel.
 The oldest of all railway lines, the Mexican Railway, most of-
ten referred to as the Veracruz (Mexico) Railway, fi rst received 
a concession in 1837, during the presidency of General Anas-
tasio Bustamante. Political turmoil, foreign threats, and a lack 
of capital hindered its completion. In 1865, during the French 
Intervention, Emperor Maximilian attempted to complete the 
line by granting a concession to the Imperial Railway Compa-
ny, which indeed accelerated construction until the pretender’s 
fall from power in 1867. The emerging political stabilization of 
the Restored Republic allowed the government to complete the 
line in 1873. Leaving the Buenavista station, trains proceeded to 
Veracruz via Orizaba. Of all the country’s railways, the Mexi-
can represented the most popular among foreign travelers as it 
provided extraordinary panoramas. Leaving the capital, trains 
would descend 1,200 meters in a distance of 40 kilometers. 
The immense drop in elevation offered travelers drastic chang-
es in scenery from orange groves and coffee plantations with a 
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backdrop of snowy volcanoes (Popocatépetl and Ixtacihuatl) to 
tropical jungles signaling the proximity of the coast. The rug-
ged topography and sharp descents pitted engineers and build-
ers in a fi ght against nature, leading to spectacular feats of en-
gineering such as the bridge over the Barranca de Metlac (the 
Metlac Ravine) made famous by José Maria Velasco’s painting. 
The Barranca del Infi ernillo (the Little Hell Ravine), a semicir-
cular viaduct clinging to the side of a mountain, offered trav-
elers breathtaking, if not terrifying, vistas. Tourists could also 
take the Mexican Railway for excursions to view the pyramids 
of San Juan Teotihuacan, a trip that took just over an hour from 
the capital. The Mexican provided riders with fi rst-, second-, 
and third-class compartments, costing customers three cents per 
kilometer, two cents per kilometer, and one cent per kilometer, 
respectively. It left the Mexico City station twice a day, once in 
the morning and once in the evening. Trains arrived from Ve-
racruz twice a day.
 This route was originally intended to connect the port cities 
of Acapulco and Veracruz. The Interoceanic Railway’s planners 
hoped to connect Mexico City to both oceans, a goal that its 
Mexican promoters and London backers never accomplished. 
Completed in 1891, the line connected the capital to Veracruz, 
although it took a different route than the older Veracruz (Mex-
ico) Railway. Leaving the San Lázaro station, the Interocean-
ic passed through Texcoco and Puebla before reaching Jalapa 
and eventually Veracruz. A branch line that skirted Lake Texco-
co offered travelers the opportunity to visit Amecameca, Cuer-
navaca, and Jojutla. For Mexican travelers, especially religious 
pilgrims, the Interoceanic allowed quick passage to the popular 
Shrine of Sacromonte at Amecameca. Like the Veracruz (Mex-
ico) Railway, the Interoceanic undertook a sharp descent into 
tierra caliente, relying on a series of bridges, tunnels, and via-
ducts to reach the port city. Trains left Jalapa in the evening and 
arrived in Mexico City in the morning.
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Railroads, the Mission of Civilization, and 
the Phantasmagoria of Progress
The Porfi rian regime’s most ambitious project of national devel-
opment and material progress — the construction of a nation-
wide railway system — provided offi cials with a powerful sym-
bolic and rhetorical tool to promote their civilizing mission.15 A 
growing literature on the cultural history of the Porfi riato has 
inspired this book. These works have explored an array of is-
sues including state formation, tensions and overlap between 
traditional (rural) and modern (urban) identities, and the out-
break of the Mexican Revolution. They demonstrate that the 
ruling elite and their supporters used cultural practices and val-
ues to establish their legitimacy and to attempt to remake so-
ciety along modern European guidelines.16 These studies have 
helped explain the success, span, and problems of Porfi rian rule.
 By its achievements at advancing the civilizing mission, the 
regime endeavored to establish its legitimacy as the government 
grew increasingly authoritarian and disregarded the hallowed 
Constitution of 1857. Díaz and his backers repeatedly took ad-
vantage of public rituals, civic ceremonies, and the subsidized 
(hence pro-government) press to highlight his achievement at 
civilizing the country. Such an accomplishment was demon-
strated by securing peace and bringing progress and thus es-
tablishing the necessary conditions for the population to enjoy 
a level of material culture equal to that of Europe and the Unit-
ed States. In this regard, for the elite, cosmopolitanism repre-
sented an essential component to the formation of a modern na-
tional identity.17
 Offi cials understood technological progress as an essential 
component to the civilizing of individuals. Railway develop-
ment demanded a series of proper behaviors such as self-con-
straint against the use of violence (banditry, for example, had 
perpetually undermined the safety of travel before Díaz ascend-
ed to the presidency) and a reliable work ethic among the labor 
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force that would build the national transportation grid. Railway 
travel, likewise, demanded proper behaviors such as punctuali-
ty and etiquette. Norbert Elias, in his classic study, The Civiliz-
ing Process, posited that in the transition of European society 
from feudalism to modern nations, personal behaviors such as 
table manners, bodily propriety, and housing conditions played 
a central role in the middle class’s attempt to create its own stan-
dards as opposed to those of the Middle Ages. He traced how 
European courtly society used these codes of conduct to distin-
guish themselves from inferior ranks and how acts of etiquette 
made clear the social hierarchy. He also showed that patterns 
of self-restraint become intertwined with the concept of civili-
zation. Only through the establishment of societies with a cen-
tralized monopoly of power did self-restraint become an essen-
tial aspect of the civilizing process. The growing complexity of 
societies and the growing interdependence between individuals 
within a society, coupled with a central authority’s monopoly 
of force, fostered a sense of stability that made self-restraint a 
decisive trait of the civilized individual.18 In Porfi rian Mexico, 
government offi cials and their boosters worked to promote the 
“civilizing process” that extolled these types of proper behav-
iors — expressed and defi ned in art, literature, pageantry, so-
cial commentaries, and political rhetoric — to make clear their 
political legitimacy while, at the same time, demonstrating to 
foreign audiences their ascendance to the pantheon of civilized 
countries.
 In the context of European imperialism, nineteenth-century 
colonial offi cials and policymakers used the idea of a “civiliz-
ing mission” to justify their economic and political ambitions 
in Africa and Asia, often couching their objectives in humani-
tarian terms. European advances in technology provided them 
with tangible proof of their superiority, further validating their 
global outlook.19 These assumptions about superiority — some-
times expressed as racial supremacy — came to represent in the 
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minds of Europeans universal truths about the relationship be-
tween so-called traditional and modern societies. This book ar-
gues that late nineteenth-century leaders of Mexico, an inde-
pendent yet underdeveloped country, promoted a self-civilizing 
mission, through the use of the railway as the supreme symbol 
of national development, as a means of attaining social order, 
political stability, and material progress. The discourses that di-
vided between the “civilized” and the “barbaric” proved power-
ful in government attempts to create boundaries differentiating 
elite and popular identities. Furthermore, since railway travel 
demanded behaviors such as timekeeping and precision, it also 
became a symbol of the new demands of an emerging capitalis-
tic society.20
 For elite Porfi rians, especially in the early years of railway 
construction (roughly 1880 to 1888), the civilizing capacity of 
technology found its most intimate expressions. Writers, artists, 
journalists, and government offi cials interpreted railway expan-
sion as a phenomenon that would allow the once war-torn and 
socially divided country to unite and move forward toward a 
better future. A near religious fervor emerged regarding the im-
portance of technological modernization and its ability to trans-
form the country and its citizens. Inspired by Comtean positiv-
ism, a philosophy emphasizing scientifi c politics that viewed 
society as a natural organism that went through stages of evo-
lution,21 technology and progress assured Porfi rians that their 
country verged on reaching the so-called fi nal stage of history. 
Comtean positivism, much like its Saint-Simonian predecessor, 
represented a near-utopian outlook insofar as it offered a vision 
of social development without the emergence of class confl ict 
envisaged by Karl Marx’s theory of historical materialism.22
 Walter Benjamin challenged such Panglossian views of social 
development, arguing that the utopian promises offered by cap-
italist modernization and technological progress had created a 
collective dream consciousness among Europeans that viewed 
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machines as alleviating human misery while they ignored how 
modern technologies had fostered the greater exploitation of in-
dividuals.23 This dream consciousness denoted an example of 
what Marx referred to as the fetishism of commodities — that 
is, the process by which people transformed consumer prod-
ucts into objects with ambiguous meaning divorced from un-
derstandings of the human labor and exploitation that created 
these goods.24 The only meaning held within these commodities 
was what the consumer or observer projected upon them. For 
Benjamin, the process of fetishization could be understood by 
examining how people experienced commodities sensually. This 
transformation of commodities, a phenomenon he referred to as 
“phantasmagoria,” emphasized the ways that consumer goods 
became magical objects unable to show how they came into be-
ing.25 While Marx and Benjamin focused on how commodities 
came to have an intrinsic value to people, this study highlights 
the ways that middle- and upper-class literature during the ear-
ly years of railway development — and especially during railway 
inauguration ceremonies — expressed encounters with the loco-
motive — a capital good — as emotive, sensual experiences that 
confi rmed the utopian promises of modernization and so too 
the regime’s civilizing mission. But the euphoria that the rail-
way inspired among individuals masked the social, economic, 
and political sacrifi ces made in order to secure its arrival.
 The regime’s organization of civic ceremonies celebrating the 
inauguration of railways provided important opportunities for 
offi cials to justify their power through symbolic acts. Offi cials 
symbolically and rhetorically associated their rule with the coun-
try’s ceaseless drive into the future. Inaugurations, and the re-
gional expositions that showcased local products that often ac-
companied these events, revealed a fetishism of not only local 
commodities and the railway but the government as well. In 
ceremonies, political leaders appeared as autonomous fi gures 
magically bestowed with power, not as individuals whose sta-
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tus stemmed from the authority that people invested in them.26 
During the Porfi riato, these types of celebrations repeatedly high-
lighted Díaz as the country’s indisputable leader, linking him 
symbolically to the railway as the only person capable of secur-
ing the necessary conditions for material progress.
 These ceremonies allowed the elite to demonstrate civilized 
behaviors and values that they believed all groups should aspire 
to — whether dressing properly, demonstrating etiquette, or en-
joying European art and music. In largely peasant societies, such 
as nineteenth-century Mexico, ruling groups placed civilized 
behaviors on a pedestal that few could aspire to achieve as they 
lacked the material or cultural means to do so.27 Indeed, lavish 
celebrations for railway inaugurations allowed the elite to fl aunt 
their sophistication as a way to separate themselves from com-
mon society. Such events also connected them to foreign coun-
tries regarded as sophisticated and civilized. Railway inaugura-
tions played a crucial role in establishing a cultural framework 
that justifi ed government authority and that sought to provide 
guidelines for the moralizing and civilizing of the citizenry. These 
frameworks allowed the ruling elite to draw on moral values to 
defi ne legitimate political practice.28 Civic rituals provided an 
opportunity for supporters of the regime to highlight the indis-
pensability of Díaz and the absolute necessity of his perpetual 
reelection.
 The arrival of the locomotive, as demonstrated by the works 
of writers, artists, journalists, and politicians, evoked strong 
emotional and sensual reactions among its audience as trains 
seemed to materialize and vanish in a cloud of smoke.29 A wide 
range of sources reveal that social commentators viewed rail-
ways as the cornerstone to national redemption after years of 
economic and social turmoil. Yet, as years passed and railway 
development proved incapable of ending the hardships that peo-
ple faced, opposition groups used cultural mediums to highlight 
the human and national toll behind the government’s infrastruc-
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ture project, including the loss of sovereignty, the people’s loss 
of land, the draconian implementation of laws, the frequency 
of train wrecks, and the poor treatment of native workers by 
foreign companies. These sources worked to undermine peo-
ple’s approval of the regime, especially its brand of authoritar-
ian modernization.
 This book examines the changing dynamic between the Por-
fi rian regime and opposition groups through an analysis of the 
diverse and confl icting representations of the railway program 
in elite and popular culture. Its perspective owes a debt to the 
insights of Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony. 
For Gramsci, all governing bodies inevitably face a diffi cult jug-
gling act, namely, maintaining the delicate balance between con-
sent and force in legitimating rule.30 Ruling groups, to gain con-
sent from subordinates, must attempt to obtain their acceptance 
through the social and cultural order. In other words, dominant 
culture requires consent from subordinate groups in the realm of 
values, beliefs, mores, and prejudices that defi ne existing social, 
economic, and political relations.31 This idea holds that while 
any given government might face political or social opposition, 
most groups fi nd it diffi cult to translate their experiences into 
ideologies that challenge the hegemonic culture. Nevertheless, 
Gramsci maintained that through a “war of position,” opposi-
tion groups could undertake practical activities in civil society 
that worked to erode the legitimacy of those in power and pro-
vide a vision of a better and more just future.32
 In Porfi rian Mexico, relations between ruling and popular 
groups were not only established through Díaz’s manipulation 
of local, state, and national governments and his reliance on co-
ercion. His rule also depended on fostering a shared language 
and ideology among various groups that stressed an unwaver-
ing belief in modernizing the country by any means necessary. 
While not all people agreed on the exact approach that this proj-
ect needed to take, competing and complementary discourses 
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nevertheless agreed on the essentialness of attaining material 
progress, serving to create a sense of social consensus about the 
need for modernizing the transportation system. Yet a growing 
number of reinterpretations of how the railway had failed to 
promote modernization and civilization began to challenge the 
ideas that the regime and its followers had upheld. Indeed, the 
consensus established by Díaz and his supporters proved shallow 
and underdeveloped as a result of the administration’s narrow 
alliance of elite groups and reliance on government-sponsored 
violence to maintain order. The voices of opposition examined 
in this study reveal one important line of attack that worked to 
erode the hegemony of the regime.
 Challengers of the Porfi rian regime used popular culture — the 
opposition press, artwork, stories, poetry, and ballads — to draw 
people’s attention to the failures of the regime in regard to an 
array of social, economic, and political problems. In all these 
works, the railway, as the supreme symbol of the regime’s ac-
complishments in the realm of material progress, played a cen-
tral role in framing critiques against the government. These ex-
pressions of oppositional and popular culture helped to expose 
the fetishism of material progress — embodied in industrial com-
modities, luxury goods, and even railways — that allowed much 
of the government’s policies to go generally unquestioned.33 In-
deed, especially after 1895 or so, the elite cultural representations 
of the railway proved too narrow, allowing opposition groups 
to provide their own symbolic meaning over the successes and 
failures of government policy, a strategy that likewise exploited 
the railway’s iconic power. In so doing, the regime’s challengers 
crafted a counter-nationalism that contested a national identity 
based on cosmopolitanism and that appropriated the discourse 
of civilization and savagery to their own ends.34
 This book pays considerable attention to the role of the press 
in producing the cultural representations of technological devel-
opment. It shows that Porfi rian newspapers offer scholars more 
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than a source of information showing what events occurred and 
when, but also provide understanding of how people interpret-
ed these events thus shaping their worldviews.35 A wide range 
of newspapers, dailies, and weeklies were published in Mexico 
City, offering readers 576 periodicals throughout the Porfi ria-
to. In Mexico City, the literacy rate improved from 38 percent 
to 50 percent during the Díaz era. In the rest of the country, the 
literacy rate improved from 14 percent to 20 percent. The cir-
culation of periodicals throughout the era increased with the 
largest presses running 20,000 copies per day. Nevertheless, the 
average circulation of newspapers amounted to 6,000.36 Don 
Coerver has assumed that low literacy rates and low circula-
tion of newspapers lessened the press’s infl uence on society.37 
Yet as E. P. Thompson argued, political ideas articulated in the 
press could be disseminated to illiterate audiences through public 
readings at social gatherings as well as through popular culture 
such as ballads and cornerstone parodies.38 While the printed 
word could only reach a relatively small population, the oppo-
sition and popular press’s frequent use of images to attack gov-
ernment policies allowed these periodicals to reach a far wid-
er audience than their counterparts targeting literate society.39 
Furthermore, Díaz’s harsh treatment of dissident reporters — ar-
rests, beatings, and the destruction of printing presses — reveal 
that the regime viewed the press as a threat, attempting to quell 
the printed opposition.40
 While traditional and revisionist studies of railway develop-
ment offer valuable insights regarding policymaking and the 
economic effects of new transportation technologies, they nev-
ertheless reduce its role in society to its success or failure in 
producing backward linkages (its capacity to promote indus-
try) and forward linkages (its ability to move economic units to 
markets) in the economy. Few have considered the symbolic or 
metaphorical dimensions of the railway and how it molded so-
cial and cultural relations. Scholars have ignored the ontological 
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and epistemological power of the railway: how it shaped peo-
ple’s experiences, emotions, mentality, and material culture as 
well as their social, political, and intellectual outlooks or how 
elite groups used it to prove the effi cacy of developmentalist ide-
ologies and their version of the universal benefi ts of Western-
styled modernization.41 In Porfi rian Mexico, the railway pro-
vided a metaphor for the goal of the regime: the uninterrupted, 
relentless, and at times violent drive forward into the future, 
a future denoted by technological sophistication, social order, 
material progress, and above all, cosmopolitan civilization. The 
railway’s capacity to bring the country into closer communica-
tion also made it a powerful icon affi rming nationhood. Yet the 
railway also moved people to discuss their fears and fascination 
with what the future might hold and with what appeared to be 
the cold, indifferent nature of modernity.
 The chapters that follow integrate these ideas to explore the 
ways that people understood the railway’s capacity to save the 
country and carry it into a future denoted by limitless progress. It 
examines moments of celebration and crisis when people’s emo-
tional and sensual reactions to the locomotive reached a climax, 
seeking to investigate how these experiences evoked either con-
fi rmation or contempt for the Porfi rian modernization program. 
Chapter 1, “The Discourse of Development: The Railroad Debate 
of the Early Porfi riato,” examines the early years of the railway 
debate in the Mexican Congress and in the press during Díaz’s 
fi rst presidential term. It sketches the rhetorical strategies used 
by boosters and opponents of Díaz’s transportation policy and 
argues that both groups viewed railway development as a near-
utopian goal that would revitalize the country after decades of 
social, political, and economic backwardness. Politicians and 
the press described the diverse ways that railroad construction 
promoted movement, energy, commerce, immigration, unity, 
and civilization. It explores the reasons why opposition groups, 
although not contesting railway development as such, nonethe-
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less questioned Díaz’s choice to offer concessions to U.S. com-
panies and to build a north-south line connecting the capital 
to their northern neighbor before an east-west line connecting 
both coasts. It shows that although Díaz enacted controversial 
measures — such as giving the executive branch full power to 
grant concessions thus bypassing Congress — when he left of-
fi ce in 1880, he received a warm farewell, even by longtime op-
ponents. Much of this praise was openly based on his success at 
securing important railway contracts and spurring construction.
 Chapter 2, “De Viaje: Elite Views of Modernity and the Rail-
road Boom,” turns to how the middle- and upper-class press 
represented the arrival of the railway in poems, literature, car-
toons, and social commentaries. It demonstrates that elite groups 
expressed optimism at the locomotive’s ability to spur national 
regeneration. It explores the often emotional language used by 
writers to describe their encounters with the railway to reveal 
the sensual impact of it on people enthusiastic about the loco-
motive’s civilizing potential. These narratives, and the emotion-
al and sensual experience they evoked, offered readers tangible 
proof about the accomplishments of the regime as they often 
expressed devotion to Díaz and his policies promoting “order 
and progress.” But it also shows that these groups shared anxi-
eties about the social and cultural changes spurred by modern-
ization, especially what seemed the loss of the familiar.
 Chapter 3, “Festivals of Progress: The Railroad Ceremony,” 
investigates how government offi cials used railway inaugura-
tions, as well as other civic ceremonies that featured the rail-
way, as a means of promoting new values that corresponded to 
a liberal, capitalistic, and civilized country. It reveals that orga-
nizers exploited pageantry to create an aura of sacrality around 
Díaz and the regime he headed. In so doing, these celebrations 
helped foster a cult of personality dedicated to the dictator that 
aided his triumph in securing repeated reelections. It also shows 
that these ceremonies played an important role in disseminating 
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ideas of national unity across the country, a development close-
ly associated with Díaz’s indispensability.
 The following two chapters provide counterpoints to the pre-
vious two. Chapter 4, “The Price of Progress: Popular Percep-
tions of the Railroad Accident,” maintains that while many in-
dividuals understood the locomotive to represent the pinnacle 
of modernity, the experience of train wrecks undermined this 
belief for many sectors of society. The frequent newspaper cov-
erage of accidents fomented a growing opposition to the coun-
try’s foreign owned railways and exposed the false promises of 
technological progress and of the capacity of modern machin-
ery to improve people’s lives. These critiques make known a 
counter-nationalism that attacked the government’s pandering 
to outside interests, calling for a nationally owned and operated 
transportation system. Popular perceptions of the railway and 
the limits of its utopian potential were expressed in a wide range 
of cultural productions such as corridos (popular ballads), pen-
ny presses, popular art, and oppositional newspapers.
 Chapter 5, “La Loco-Matona: The Railroad in the Popular 
and Opposition Press,” looks at the representations of the rail-
way in newspapers that were most critical of the government, 
arguing that while the regime used the railway symbolically and 
rhetorically to legitimize its rule, Díaz’s detractors employed 
the symbolic power of the locomotive to highlight the cold na-
ture of modernity as well as to make a series of attacks on pol-
icymaking decisions. The opposition press sought to highlight 
the national costs and human toll that buttressed railway devel-
opment. Moreover, they often used it symbolically to represent 
other economic, political, and social issues they viewed as det-
rimental to national development. This chapter maintains that 
these sources helped expose the fetishization of railway expan-
sion, seeking to make known the country’s loss of economic sov-
ereignty, the draconian laws that underpinned progress, and the 
violations of the Constitution of 1857.
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 Together, these examples reveal that the regime’s exploitation 
of the symbolic power of the railway as an icon of social order 
and material progress proved to be a double-edged sword. While 
government boosters and offi cials closely associated Díaz with 
the railroad and his success at securing the trappings of moder-
nity, others began to associate railway development with issues 
they viewed as detrimental to their country. Thus the connec-
tion that the regime fostered, associating the dictator with the 
railway’s utopian potential, in the end helped to undermine peo-
ple’s confi dence in the future envisioned by Díaz and his sup-
porters. Yet opposition groups did not altogether abandon the 
belief in the effi cacy of modern technologies to improve people’s 
lives. Utopian beliefs about the benefi ts of civilization and mo-
dernity, while perhaps tempered, continued to drive the politi-
cal aspirations of many individuals who, although not opposed 
to development per se, sought more nationalistic and socially 
equitable policies in their attempts to capture progress.
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